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Abstract - * ' 

This study explores the attribution pit,terns of " 
undergraduate students for feiales and males who perforaed parenting 
ta*ks traditionally defined as feainin^.' A total of 136 aeri And 136 
¥0»«n were rand9».ly assigned to one of eight conditions and were 
presented with stories of parent-^child Interaction's which varied in 
terns of the success or failure of the interaction, the sex of the 
parent, and the seTx of ther ishild. The story of tlf^ successful parent 
emphasixednurturant^authoritative qualities described as 
character|stli; piirents of energetic- friendly preschoolers, 

while the! unsuccessful parent displayed authorltarian-Donsu pporti ve 
behaviors^' linked with confllcted-irritable preschoolers. On a' 
seven-po"Jnt scale, students tated the iaportance otf 22 attribution 
items for providing an explanatory account of the parent's ' 
perfcraance. Factor analysis and analysis of variance wer^ used to 
reduce s'uccess/failwc^' attributions to mope basic components and to 
Identify relationships Among resulting factor scores. Several main 
effects for Sex of Respondent and Sex of Parenfwere found. Males-, 
cited external attributions, such as- faults of the child, in 
accountlgpg for parental failure. Females assigned Intrinsic - 
Qualities; such As parent's ability, effort, love and education, - as 
explanations for parental success. Mothers, but' not fathers, jwere 
perceived to be influenced by family relationships, (Author /RH) 
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Bernard Wetn«r and his a$$oc1ateyi972a; 1972b); have develoo^d a method 
for analyzln^^ causal attributions In achievement situations alonn an Internal/ 
external dimension and a fixed/variable dimension which has bejen used to 
document differences between the sexes In what Is perceived ,to\determ1 nii their 
performance. There Is evidence that male success Is more likely to he attri- 
♦ buted to tlie internal-fixed factor of ability than female success Is by both 
actors andjjbservers, Female failure, on theother hand, 1$ more likely to be 
linked to lack of ability than Is male failure; the latter Is more likely to be 
attributed to deficits In the variable and/or external factors usually Invoked 
to explain female sutcess— effort and luck (Ntpholls, 1975; Feather S ^imofl, 1975 
Ftaugh & Brown, 1975). ^ 

In this Judgment process }i It |],s generally assumed that a performance by ^ 
an actor which lis consistent with the expectations for that actor will he 
attributed to a fixed cause, and a* performance Inconsistent. with expectations 
will be attributed to a variable cause (Deaux, 1976). Therefore, success by 
a male on a "mascuTine" task and by a female on a ••feminine" task would be es- 
peclally likely to be attributed to.ability, while success on a cro^-sex task 
. wojjld be more likely to be attributed to a variable <:ause. However, those who 
have been interested in. the attributions made on sex-appropriate. tasks (Deaux '^i 
Emswiller, 1974; Feldman-^ummers 4 Kiesle)*, 1974) have not found that a female's 
success on a "feminine*' task is more likely to be attributed to skill than a 
male'^ performance in the same situation. This may be because the fnjtellectual 

' * ^ ' ^ } 

and occupational accomplishments evaluated by observers in these studies have * 

.. ' ' - ' 

still leaned towards achievement situations wi^th an overall "masculine'' flavor, 
t _ i . * 

What is lacking in the literature is research tin the* attribution patterns for 
females and males performing tasks that have an indisputably "feminine" flavor. 
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^ In their 1975 book entitled Wotngn and Ach1evefncnt > Mednick, Tawnrl.' and 
Hoffman beqan by pointing out, that this Is one of the lacunae \f\ present research: 

"Domestic activities. Including mother 1n<?, can represent achlevefient areiis 

"Our neqlect of this are* reflects the dearth of researqh on It In the past decade'*' 
(p. x1). In a similar vein, Frleie (1975) speculated: -Attrlbutlonal patterns 
for women perform^ more tf adit tonal feminine tasks have not been assessed but ~ 
they may well be more slnrllar to the 'masculine achiever' pattern of beinq more* 
Internal for success, especlall^jj If .these traditional tasks represent acbJevemertt 
tasks to many women" (p. 165). ' j ^ 

Parenting was the activity chosen for scrutiny In this study because Mednick 
and her associates mentioned It as an obvious area. Veroff and Field (1970) 
found that l>e1ng a successful parent Is considered to be an accomplishment for 
both sexes. While the role Is Important to bbtfr sexes. It Is one In which women 
are traditionally expected to succeed more than men. For many women, motherhood 
is almost the exclusive aVenue for feminine creativity and achievement (j^cBrl.de,, 
197/).^ Yet taking care of and understanding children have been seen as requiring 
the same Intellectual ability as the knowledge required* to appreciate literature, 
music, and art or that necessary to hold a lob (Scanzon1,i 1975, p. 56). Parenting 
Is an activity with salience for Both sexes which calls for sVlVls comparable , 
to those demanded by other achlevepl&rt sHautlons, but 'It h also one In which 

expectations for female performance are higher. 

, ■ . ■■ ' ' ' ... 

Procedures > 

» One hundred thirty-six female and 136 male undergraduates were randomly 
assigned one of eight ;sumfnar1es of parent-child Interactions » 4 successful and 
4 unsuccessful, which werft further varied In terms of the sex of the parent and 
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the sex o-f the four-year-old-. ' (Seventeen subjects fell Into hich cell.) They " 
then rated how Important they considered each 22 Items to b«* In accountinq for 
the parent's performance on a seven-point scale. The portrait of the succfessfur 
parent emphasized the nurturant-authorttatlve qualities described by B«umr1nd 
(1967) as being characteristic of the parents of enerqetlc-frlendly preschoolers, 
.while the unsuccessful parent displayed the authorltarlan-nonsup^ortlve behaviors^ 
she linked with conflicted- Irritable preschoolers.' That the storied constructed 
to portray success or failure did do just that was demonstrated In pr^estino. 
On a nine-point scale, pllot-study subjects awarded *he s/iccessful narent an 
.averaoe rating ^f 8.33. while the unsuccessful parent received a r*rtnq of 2.09. 
Since Frieze (1976) noted that Vfe1ner»s four standard causal attributions only-^ 
accounted for 50t of the open-ended responses proffered to explain success/failure 
pilot work was also done to generate the 22 Items used to explain parentinn 
performance. * 

Factor analysis was used to reduce the success/failure attributions to their 
more basic components. Exact factor scores were then-calculated for all of those 
factors with e1g<awalues greater than or equal to 1.0 using a formuTa (Kiit, 1975, 
p. m) which Includes a-welgihted term for each variable In the. factor. This 
method provides estimates of each factor that are then ortho(^[onal tp each other. 
Analysis of variance was p«»rfonned on each of the resulting factor scores. 
Results 

When the 22 attributions explaining success were anlayzed, five ^actor? 
together accoun|ed for 56. 9X of the original variance. The first factor was 
nan*d Specific* Situation; observer Mas; luclf that day, parental effort that day, 
the child's effort that d^, observer Influence, and t;;^e fa^t that It was* a week- 
end all loaded very highly on this factor. The second "factor was designated 
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Intrinsic Qualities because- ability, qenera^ll>s putt Inn effort Into the relationship, 
having qood Instincts, Alucatlonaf preparation, and lovinq the child loaded es- 
peclally hlqhly on this factor. The third factor was called Luck, With Chlldf-en; 
iienerallyhavlng luck relating to children, ha'vlnq an easy child and the fact 

to handle Jere the attributions' that were most .prominent 

lln the composition of this factor. The fourth faktor-was naned State of 

Beinq becjause It was shaped most* by the attributions of feel Inn physically well, 
being In a good mood, being relaxed about other things, and havinq a good per- - 
sonal1ty,'^ht( the fact that It was a weekend. Finally, the fifth factor was 
designated Good Family Relations because tf)f attributions that loaded most highly 
on It were that the child loves the parent, that the pariint has a , helpful spouse. 
Nand that the parent had a happy cW^dhood. 

Female responder/ts made more use of .Intrinsic Oualltles than did the males 
In explaining success— F(l ,128) -5.53, £¥.02. Both sexes used Good Family Relictions 
more In explaining a mother's successful performance— F(l ,128)-5.583, £-.02. 

When the 22 attributions explaining failure were analyzed, seven factors y 

together accounted for 59. It of the original variance.^ The first factor was named . 

Child's Fault; having a difficult child, the child not loving the parent*; ^ 

children generally being difficult, and the child not making an effort that day 

all loaded very highly on this factor. The second factor was desigsated ^ 

Intrinsic Qualities because lack of ability, generally pot putting effort Into the « 

relationship, generally having bad luck with children, havinq bad instincts, apd 

• * 

a poor personality loadeS especially highly on this factor. The third factor was 
called Contingent Factors; being in a bad mood, having an unhelpful spouse, the 
pressure of other things, and the fact that it was a weekend were most prominent 
In the cofnposition of this factor. The fourth factor was named Poor Family 
Relations because It was shaped most by- the attributions of the child not loving ' 
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the parent, the parent having an unhelpful spouse, the parent not lovinn tje child, 
and the parent having had an unhappy childhood. The fl^h factor w«s dSWated 
Disqualifying Factors because poor health, little experience, Inadenuate educa- 
tlonal preparation, jnd an unhappy childhood were^the most prominent attHl)ut1ons. 
General bad luck and bad Tuck that day loaded especially highly on the sixth 

factor, so It was desfgnat^ Bad Luck, .The two attributions that Involved 

observer bias loaded esf^lly highly on the seventh factor, so It was named 
Observer Influence. 

Both stjxes us4k1 Poor Family Relations more to , explain the unsuc<^essful per- 
fonrvvice of themother-F(l,128).6.982.£..009. Female respondents explained j 
failure less 'in terms of Intrinsic Qualhles than their male counterparts did-" ' 
F(l,l28-3.79,£-.054. Male respondents explained parental failure more In terms 
of Child's Fault than the females dld.-Fd ills). 0. 163, ^i. 003. Finally, there 
was an Interactid* effect In the use of Observ^; Influence; females used it more ^ 
to exfxlaln the failure of mothtr-son Interactions than they did father-son In- 
teract1ons-F(l,128)-5.742,£...dl8. ^ v 

Conclu sions ' ' 

While there were no main effects for Sex' of Child In this study, there were 
several Involving the Se^ of the Respondent and the Sex of the Parent. The ^ 
emphasis bn Child's Fault as an explanation for parental failure by the male 
undergraduates 1$ In keep4ng with other findings that males are particularly 
inclined to usr external attributions In explaining failure (Rosenfleld & Stephan, 
978). As (Wsfd to the male respondents^ the ratings of the f«!males emphasized 
Intrinsic Qualities, as an explanation for parental success, but demonstrated a 
hesitancy to call l^to question the Intrinsic Oualltles of the parent who Is 
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unsuccessful Like Intrinsic Qualities, Family Relations factored out as an 
explanation for both success and failure.' In each situi^tion, however, it was 
the mother rather than the father who" was perceived to be circumscribed by 
family relationships. 
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